God's Blessing for You by Williams, Mel
God's Blessing for You
Posted on Sun Nov 04 2001:
Mel Williams
God’s Blessing for You Matthew 5:1-12
	A sermon by Mel Williams 
	Watts Street Baptist Church 
	November 4, 2001 (All Saints Sunday)
 
It was near the conclusion of a worship service when the priest turned, reaching into a clear bowl of water and withdrawing a piece of greenery. He lifted the sprig of greenery and began walking among the congregation, tossing drops of water on all of us. As he came near each of us, we bowed to receive the gesture and a few drops of water. As the priest came near me, I had no doubt that I was receiving a blessing. It was a simple act and a holy moment. And it was very clear that the priest was casting blessings into the room. There was energy in the room that could be felt.
Today is All Saints Sunday, the day when we remember those who have died, a day when we grieve and give thanks, a day when we bow to receive the energy of God’s blessing. In the face of death and grief, we need more than ever to be open to receiving God’s blessing--- God’s affirmation, which leads to our well-being and fullness of life, which Scripture promises.
How do we find and receive God’s fullness of life? Some Scripture texts tell us with imperatives, exhortations: "Love the Lord your God…Practice hospitality, honor your father and mother… Do not be anxious." But when Jesus gave us the Beatitudes, he gave no imperatives, no exhortations. He simply cast blessings into the room. Blessed are the poor in spirit..…Blessed are the meek…Blessed are those who mourn. Matthew gives us nine beatitudes, nine blessings. These blessings come not in the future, but in the here and now, even in the middle of our grief and conflict. Today grief and conflict form the context for much of our life.
Let’s face it. It’s hard to focus on blessings when you’re in the agony of grief. Grief is so daily, so persistent. There are times when it seems unbearable. The families here today whose loved one has died this past year know the wrenching pain of grief. The families of those who died in the September 11 attacks know the agony of this grief. The families of those civilians who have died in the Afghanistan bombings know the ache of this grief. On TV we’ve seen the agony on their faces.
When grief hits any of us, we may say, "I don’t think I can bear it!" And of course, we can’t bear it --- alone. God comes, with blessings, to help us bear it. Our job is to be alert and open to the blessings.
The Beatitude says, "Blessed are they who mourn." So where is the blessing in grief? Where is God’s affirmation as we face searing loss? Many years ago I went to visit a woman whose husband had just died from a struggle with cancer. When I asked her what helped her get through it, she said, "God is merciful. Through all of this I know that God is merciful." She said it to me over and over. That awareness carried her through the pain. God is merciful. "Blessed are they who mourn." 
Others have said, "Before she died, I didn’t think I could make it through it. But God has sent the help I need—through the prayers, the visits, the food, the support." One person said, "The prayers of this church have brought me through it." "Blessed are they who mourn."
Grief is never easy. It comes in waves. One minute the weather is clear, but then it is as if a cloud suddenly moves in around us, and the rain comes down our faces. We hurt. Then a slant of light slips through the cloud. Later the light gets brighter. Months pass, and the cloud continues to come, but perhaps not as dark as last time. The tears come, but then there are no tears. As a friend said, "There are tears, and then there are no tears. Then after no tears, there are tears." There are cycles of grief for all of us.
And there are cycles of blessing too! Many people recently have been reading the book about the prayer of Jabez. I confess that I’m somewhat skeptical about the latest book that seems fashionable. But I have now examined the prayer of Jabez. It’s found in I Chronicles 4:10: "And Jabez called on the God of Israel: ‘Oh, that you would bless me indeed, and enlarge my territory, that your hand would be with me, and that you would keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain.’ So God granted him what he requested."
"Oh that you would bless me." When I began pondering this prayer, I happened to receive a sermon by a minister whose wife had been killed in a car wreck the previous week. He said he had intended to preach that day about the Jabez prayer. He said that the pronouns in the prayer put it all in perspective: "O that you would bless ME, and enlarge MY territory, that your hand would be with ME, that you would keep ME from evil." 
It’s basically a self-centered prayer. Of course, we pray for ourselves, but the grieving minister asked "Why do we need the prayer of Jabez since the prayer Jesus gave us, the Lord’s Prayer, seems so much more full of faith and community and wisdom." While Jabez prays "O that you would bless Me," Jesus prays, "OUR father, hallowed, holy, be THY name." "The pronouns move from singular to plural, for Jesus knew that all prayer is about community before it is about the individual." (from Rev. Stephen Goyer, Covenant Presbyterian Church, Atlanta, GA)
And that’s a clue to understanding Jesus’ Beatitudes. God often uses the people around us to bring blessing. Blessings seem to be handed not to individuals in isolation, but in community. "Blessed are those who mourn." We’ve often said that grief is a time when we don’t need to be alone. We need each other. There is power in being together, power in corporate ritual. Since September 11 we’ve seen this power in memorial services in Washington, New York, and in cities and churches across the country.
When our loved ones die, we set the time for the service, so the entire church community can gather. Church is "we, us, our." We are God’s people here, covenant community--- family. At funerals and memorial services we may find our deepest experience of church. We meet with each other, in God’s presence, listening intently for God’s word to us. We do our individual grieving, but we are not alone. There is a hand holding ours, or an arm around us, or a shoulder nearby to lean on. And we affirm our faith: "We are not alone. God is with us. Thanks be to God."
To all of us who mourn today, let us grieve with hope. For God’s blessing is with us. "Blessed are they who mourn."
Singing: "God’s blessing for you!
God’s blessing for you!
God’s blessing for you!"
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